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Soft Skills for Digital Designers
Abstract
Computer-Aided Drafting and Design (CADD) technologies have become commonplace in architectural
practice as tools of efficiency and production. For these very reasons the introduction of CADD in early
architectural curricula has been fraught with anxieties along a continuum: from the undoing of creativity
through positivist and reductionist logic 1 to a firm belief that these technologies will revolutionize the way
architects practice and think about design. 2 At the same time, there is a presumption that students who have
grown up with digital technologies are “digital natives” who possess special aptitudes or insights which are
disruptive to learning computing. The presence of these anxieties and biases often leads to gaps in digital
design instruction, as tools are misunderstood and misappropriated by students and teachers alike.
Disciplines
Architectural Technology | Architecture
Comments
This is a proceeding from Proceedings of the 32nd National Conference of the Beginning Design Student, (2016):
475. Posted with permission.





become	 commonplace	 in	 architectural	 practice	 as	 tools	 of	




that	 these	 technologies	 will	 revolutionize	 the	 way	 architects	
practice	and	think	about	design.	2	At	the	same	time,	there	is	a	
presumption	 that	 students	 who	 have	 grown	 up	 with	 digital	
technologies	are	“digital	natives”	who	possess	special	aptitudes	
or	 insights	 which	 are	 disruptive	 to	 learning	 computing.	 The	
presence	of	 these	anxieties	and	biases	often	 leads	 to	gaps	 in	
digital	 design	 instruction,	 as	 tools	 are	 misunderstood	 and	
misappropriated	by	students	and	teachers	alike.		
The	aim	of	this	paper	is	to	take	control	of	the	pedagogical	agenda	
for	 digital	 design	 in	 architectural	 education	by	debunking	 the	
myth	of	the	digital	native	and	by	defining	a	new	set	of	soft	skills	
for	computational	design	and	digital	representation.	This	paper	is	










and	 interpersonal	 relationships.	 An	 example	 of	 a	 soft	 skill	 is	
resourcefulness:	 being	 inclined	 and	 able	 to	 find	 alternate	
solutions	 to	 a	 problem,	 rather	 than	 giving	 up	 or	 deferring	
responsibility.	In	this	manner,	soft	skills	influence	the	ways	that	an	






missing	 from	 most	 discussions	 of	 digital	 pedagogy	 and	 that	
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extends	 to	 those	 soft	 skills	which	 relate	 to	 digital	 design	 and	
digital	 tools.	 6	 Architectural	 education	 must	 recognize	 that	
university	 students	 are	 not	 comprehensively	 or	 consistently	
trained	in	digital	technologies	when	they	arrive	on	campus.	This	
is	exacerbated	when	less	privileged	students	are	potentially	less	
digitally	 skilled	 than	 students	 from	 economically	 privileged	
backgrounds.	By	not	addressing	these	 inequalities	 institutions,	
such	 as	 architecture	 schools,	 are	 perpetuating	 disparities	
through	education.		
The	Myth	of	the	Digital	Native		
The	 common	 belief	 that	 students	 are	 self-regulating	when	 it	
comes	 to	 learning	and	using	 technology	may	come	 from	the	
notion	of	digital	natives.	The	label	“digital	native”	derives	from	a	
series	of	articles	written	by	the	technologist	Marc	Prensky	during	
the	 early	 2000s.	 Prensky	 describes	 the	 generation	 of	 young	
people	 born	 since	 1980	 as	 “digital	 natives”	 due	 to	 what	 he	
perceives	as	an	innate	confidence	in	using	new	technologies	such	
as	 the	 internet,	 videogames,	mobile	 telephones	 and	 “all	 the	
other	toys	and	tools	of	the	digital	age.”	7	Enrique	Dans	counters	
Prensky’s	claims:	“Simply	being	born	into	the	internet	age	does	




becoming	 “digital	 orphans”,	 lacking	 in	 any	model	 to	 copy	 or	




and	 healthy	 critical	 thinking	 about	 these	 technologies.	 By	
perpetuating	 the	 myth	 of	 the	 digital	 native	 architectural	
education	is	missing	the	opportunity	to	establish	strong	digital	





such	 as	 conscientiousness	 and	 empathy	 are	 helpful	 for	
architects,	digital	soft	skills	have	a	different	purpose	and	apply	
specifically	 to	 the	 tools	 and	 processes	 used	 in	 digital	 design.	
Digital	soft	skills,	such	as	asking	clear	questions,	estimation,	and	
planning	skills,	enable	effective	collaboration	with	other	people	





take	 into	account	 the	particular	 challenges	of	 computing	and	
digital	machinery.	The	special	attributes	of	digital	tools	that	make	







soft	 skills,	 as	 they	 may	 have	 developed	 bad	 habits	 and	
misconceptions	 over	 time.	 Merely	 using	 digital	 tools	 is	 not	




for	users	 to	be	aware	of	what	 they	are	doing	and	how	 their	
software	 operates.	 Users	 expect	 simple	 cause-and-effect	


























explicitly	 taught	 how	 to	 ask	 a	 question	 via	 email:	 to	 provide	
necessary	 information	 and	 files	 upfront,	 anticipate	 follow-up	
questions,	and	to	communicate	their	expectations	for	resolution.	









particularly	 at	 a	 distance.	 One	 aspect	 of	 this	 is	
organizing	 files	 and	 sharing	 them	 across	 a	 digital	
platform.		
	
• Authorship	 -	 This	 is	 the	ability	 to	understand	digital	
intellectual	 property	 and	 to	 distinguish	 between	
resourcefulness	 and	 plagiarism.	 This	 notion	 of	
authorship	becomes	increasingly	important	when	the	
line	between	programmer	and	designer	is	blurred	by	
the	 use	 of	 digital	 tools.	 Of	 particular	 note	 is	 the	




pursue	 support	 for	 software	 and	 technical	 issues,	
many	 of	 which	 might	 exceed	 the	 abilities	 of	 the	







constantly	 in	 change.	 Digital	 designers	 should	 work	 with	 the	
understanding	 that	 failures	 are	 to	 be	 expected,	 while	 being	
empowered	to	seek	alternatives.	They	must	also	update	their	


















Fig.	 3	 Example	 of	 a	 response	 to	 a	 large	 print	which	 failed.	 Soft	 skills	




Digital	 design	 projects	 are	 often	 complex,	 involving	 many	











digital	 production.	 It	 must	 be	 reiterated	 that	 the	 computer	 is	 not	
automatic	nor	is	digital	production	in	and	of	itself	‘fast.’	A	tedious	laser	
file	will	become	a	tedious	model	to	assemble.	












• Scheduling	 -	 Develop	 internal	 deadlines,	 realistic	
calendars,	and	skills	for	planning	and	implementing	a	














• Organization	 -	Maintain	 files	 in	 a	 structure	which	 is	
both	navigable	and	searchable	by	users.	
	






















the	 workplace.	 While	 the	 workplace	 presents	 an	 authentic	
context,	 it	does	not	offer	 the	same	opportunities	 for	 focused	




How	 can	 schools	 teach	 digital	 soft	 skills?	Merely	 lecturing	 to	
students	about	them	is	not	an	effective	strategy.	While	lectures	
can	 be	 helpful	 for	 delivering	 information	 or	 persuading	 an	





Supporting	 a	 new	 habit	 which	 a	 student	 does	 not	 create	
themselves	 requires	 helping	 them	 understand	 its	
meaningfulness.	It	can	be	easy	to	dismiss	soft	skills	out	of	hand	
because	they	might	seem	to	be	obvious	or	less	interesting	than	
learning	technical	skills.	For	this	reason,	 it	 is	 important	for	the	
instructor	to	communicate	why	new	strategies	and	habits	are	






that	developing	soft	 skills	 can	help	a	student	get	a	 job	 in	 the	
future,	explaining	to	a	student	(for	example)	how	organizing	their	
files	saves	them	time	and	reduces	errors	on	their	current	project	
is	 less	 abstract	 and	 applies	 to	 their	 current	 situation.	Helping	
students	understand	the	gaps	in	their	present	abilities	and	how	
learning	 soft	 skills	 can	 help	 close	 those	 gaps	 is	 the	 first	 step	
toward	effective	habituation.	
To	be	most	effective,	 teaching	soft	skills	should	be	 integrated	
with	 hard	 skills	 teaching	 and	 preferably	 in	 the	 context	 of	 a	
project.14	It	is	not	necessary	to	revamp	an	entire	course	around	
soft	skills.	An	instructor	can	introduce	them	where	they	naturally	
occur	 within	 design	 and	 production	 processes.	 For	 example,	
using	an	error	that	students	commonly	encounter	to	introduce	





by	 teaching	 materials	 that	 help	 organize	 knowledge	 for	
students.15	A	simple	check-list,	for	example,	can	help	students	
remember	 how	 to	 organize	 a	 digital	 group	 project.	 Once	
students	have	mastered	the	soft	skills	involved,	the	student	will	
not	need	the	scaffolding	provided	by	the	 list.	However,	 if	 the	
student	makes	a	mistake	or	needs	to	refresh	their	learning	later,	
the	list	provides	a	useful	reference	and	a	prompt	for	activating	

























often	 too	 late	 to	 influence	 a	 student’s	 soft	 skills.	 Formative	
assessment	 techniques,	which	 encourage	 personal	 reflection,	
timely	feedback,	and	student	response	are	useful	support	for	the	









their	 own	 habits,	 demonstrating	 modeled	 behaviors	 in	 their	
personal	 actions.	 For	 example,	 an	 instructor’s	 demonstration	





involved.	 Learning	 should	 be	 embedded	 in	 the	 classroom	









with	 technology,	 but	 together	 with	 other	 people	 in	




Incorporating	 soft	 skills	 into	 existing	 digital	 instruction	 may	
require	more	work	from	both	the	instructor	and	the	students,	























academic	 preparation,	 actively	 engaging	 in	 discussions,	 meeting	
deadlines,	 collaborating	 courteously	 with	 classmates,	 giving	 and	
receiving	respectful	academic	criticism,	incorporating	design	feedback,	
managing	 time	effectively,	 respecting	 the	course	 space	and	building,	
and	communicating	in	a	polite	and	considered	manner.	
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